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This article bridges the gap between sociologists' understandings of professions and professionalization and workers' understandings of "professional" and "professionalism" by examining how paraprofessional workers (Freidson 1970 ) use these concepts to describe themselves and others in their daily interactions. Speci cally, this article shows that paralegals use these concepts strategically to justify their structurally subordinate positions relative to those of attorneys. It also shows how their understanding of what it means to be professional allows them to conceptualize their acceptance of the more demeaning aspects of their jobs, not as a sign of their lower occupational standing, but as a sign of their increased moral worth. Moral worth can be thought of, in this instance, as an individual's level of inherent goodness, or self-worth, that has little or nothing to do with occupational status or prestige. To these ends, my focus is on two concepts not typically found in the sociological literature on professions, professional and professionalism, and how they enter the subjective understandings of workers who may or may not consider themselves members of an accepted profession.
To date, the majority of sociological work dealing with professions has been conducted using professions themselves as the unit of analysis (Abbott 1988; Collins 1988) . Early work attempted to identify which occupations constituted "true" professions and their corresponding functions (Carr-Saunders and Wilson 1933; Marshall [1939 Marshall [ ] 1965 Parsons [1939] 1954), while later work focused on the structural conditions that either gave rise to professions or inhibited occupations' rates of professionalization (Caplow 1954; Millerson 1964; Wilenski 1964) . In the 1970s and early 1980s monopolists shifted focus by attempting to link professionalization to the desires of professional organizations (as opposed to the desires of individual actors) for dominance and authority (Larson 1977) , while culturalists attempted to explain professionalization as a function of occupations' levels of cultural (or societal) legitimation (Bledstein 1976; Haskell 1984) . In the late 1980s, in yet another revival of interest, Abbott (1988) posited a systems theory of professions that answered the question of why some occupations are professions and others are not by appealing to their differential levels of occupational jurisdiction. Although different in their speci c arguments, these theorists share an assumption of the objective taken-for-granted validity of professional categories.
Whereas these approaches have been good for describing the growth and decline of particular occupations, they failed to take into account the individual actors that comprise the professions that they study. Two noteworthy contributions to the professions literature are typically overlooked by students of professions: Becker's (1970) symbolic interactionist interpretation and Ritzer's (1971) work on "unprofessional professionals" and "professional nonprofessionals." Both authors suggest the potential of a gap between criteria of professional performance and members' actions. Becker (1970:92) introduces "a radically sociological view" in which he questions whether such things as professions truly exist. According to Becker (1970:92) , professions are nothing more than "those occupations that had been fortunate enough in the politics of today's work world to maintain possession of that honori c title." Professions, he argues, should be conceptualized as folk symbols that organize the way people think about work and are applied strategically depending on one's position along the occupational continuum.
Ritzer (1971) rejects Becker's radical view. He asks why some professionals are more professional, or conduct themselves with a greater degree of professionalism, than others. In what was perhaps the rst attempt to account for differences in individual professionalism, Ritzer identi ed two continua that members of the accepted professions adopt: "All occupations may be placed on a continuum ranging from the non-professions on the one end to the established professions on the other. But once you pinpoint the position of an occupation on this continuum, the question remains of the degree of professionalism of the individuals in the occupation " (1971: 61) . Ritzer pointed out that while medicine falls on the established end of the professional continuum, individual doctors are likely to vary in their degree of professionalism; the same also applies to workers who fall at the nonprofessional end of the continuum. He then identi ed six characteristics of the individual professional continuum that he derived from the "generally agreed upon characteristics which have been used to differentiate occupations on their degree of professionalization" (p. 62). Despite the more subjective nature of Becker's and Ritzer's work and their treatment of the potential disconnection between the terms "profession" and "professional," both focused almost exclusively on the "established" professions and their corresponding members.
My research builds on the work of Becker and Ritzer by offering an interactionist approach to the study of professionalism. Instead of focusing on members of the established professions, however, I show how groups of nonprofessionals construct their own understandings of what it means to be professional and to demonstrate professionalism. They do this, in part, by creating their own de nitions of professional behavior, which are divorced from any given occupation or occupational status. They then use these understandings to organize the way that they think about themselves and their work and to cope with the more unprofessional dimensions of their jobs, or with situations in which they are routinely treated in unprofessional ways. Further, this research shows that while these subjective understandings may have bene ts for the individuals who are able to attain them, they also have signi cant consequences for the work-related behaviors of these nonprofessionals and signi cant implications for the status of their occupations.
METHODOLOGY
This study is based on semistructured, open-ended interviews with fty-one paralegals employed in private law rms. Paralegals, by de nition, are "a distinguishable group of persons who assist attorneys in the delivery of legal services. Through formal education, training, and experience, legal assistants have knowledge and expertise regarding the legal system and substantive and procedural law which qualify them to do work of a legal nature under the supervision of an attorney" (National Association of Legal Assistants 1984, cited in Johnstone and Wenglinski 1985) .
1 As this of cial de nition suggests, paralegals are not autonomous workers. In fact, they are required, by law, to have an attorney review their work, and they cannot dispense legal advice to clients or to other members of the legal community.
Also, in accordance with the of cial de nition, the work paralegals do is determined in large part by the attorneys who employ them. Because paralegals' jobs are structured by the needs of individual attorneys, or the rms in which they are employed, the paralegals in this study could not identify an exhaustive list of duties to describe what paralegals actually do. While attorneys may grant some paralegals the fullest level of job autonomy or case involvement allowed under the law, other paralegals are locked into rote clerical or secretarial tasks that require little or no additional knowledge or expertise.
The respondents were selected through snowball sampling, a method by which one increases the number of respondents by asking each participant already in the study to recommend others for interviewing (Websdale 1999; Weiss 1995) . My two initial contacts were women with whom I had worked when I was employed as a court runner in a midsize law rm. Both women provided names of friends and co-workers whom they believed would be interested in participating. As I was working as a paralegal at the time I began this project, I was also in the position to meet paralegals independent of the original "snowball." Although I have experience working as a legal assistant, this study is based on in-depth interviews with others.
2
I did not include my experiences in the data collection process or the analysis, but it would be naïve to assume that my work as a paralegal did not shape the design, implementation, and completion of the study (Kleinman and Copp 1993) . At the most basic level, my interest in paralegals and their relationships with attorneys and secretaries stemmed from my previous experience in law rms, both as a runner and as a legal assistant. I also approached the original research question from my personal understanding of privately owned law rms as hierarchical organizations that privilege the needs of attorneys (who are disproportionately male) and that are characterized by decidedly "macho" norms regarding proper and improper displays of emotionality (Lively 2000; Pierce 1995) . My status as a former legal assistant, or "insider," also helped me to gain access to my respondents and may have created a sense of perceived empathy, or implied understanding, that increased their willingness to speak openly about their problems at work more than if I had had no personal experience (Kleinman and Copp 1993; Weiss 1994 ). This empathy, in turn, shaped my analysis and presentation of the data because I could put myself in their place and tell a story from their perspective without trying to second-guess the "legitimacy" of their perceptions or complaints. On the other hand, my personal experience may have also introduced an element of bias if it was assumed, by me or the respondent, that I understood what he or she was trying to tell me when in fact I did not.
The sample for my study consisted of forty-three women and eight men. Five of the women and one of the men were African Americans; the remainder of the sample was white. One of the male paralegals was gay, and one of the women had breast cancer; while these issues were unrelated to work per se, it became evident that these added identities affected the ways in which they were allowed to do their jobs. Although the racial and gender breakdown in the sample is fairly typical of the percentage African American and percentage male in the profession, it was not large enough to make any de nitive conclusions based on differences in race or gender (Johnstone and Wenglinski 1985; Pierce 1995) . The age of the paralegals ranged from twenty-four to fty-eight. The sample was collected from more than twenty law rms ranging from solo practitioners to organizations with well over one hundred attorneys. Although some of the paralegals worked together, I interviewed no more than ve paralegals from the same rm.
PROFESSIONALISM
According to Becker (1970) , folk symbols serve to organize the way individuals think about themselves and society. The symbol "profession" organizes the way individuals think about work; "professional" and "professionalism" constitute symbols that organize how individuals think about their own and others' behavior or status in the workplace, yet to date these subjective meanings have not been linked to the sociological study of professions. Indeed, individuals' folk understandings of professionalism seem divorced from sociological understandings of professions, as evidenced in recent ethnographic studies of women's orientations toward work (e.g., Statham, Mauksch, and Miller 1988) . Statham, Mauksch, and Miller's (1988) collection of qualitative studies suggests that female workers de ne themselves as professionals as a strategy to minimize personal costs of remaining in unprofessional jobs such as domestic work (Romero 1988) , public school teaching (Spencer 1988) , and police work (Martin 1988) . Although these studies occasionally mention or allude to professionalism, or what it means to be a professional, they give very little systematic attention to processes through which workers claim these symbols as their own or to the consequences that may arise for individual workers as a result of making such claims.
Given paralegals' position in the middle of the occupational continuum, as paraprofessionals they make ideal respondents for studying the appropriation of the symbols "professional" (and the corresponding symbol "unprofessional") and "professionalism" by nonprofessional workers. Paraprofessionals are members of occupations organized around the work of a master profession. They lack the requisite job autonomy and, in some cases, depth of experience or knowledge to be fulledged professionals (Freidson 1970; Larson 1977) . In this case, paralegals are members of an occupation that serves attorneys, but they lack the job autonomy, experience, and knowledge to practice law without attorney supervision. Whereas Becker (1970) believed that all workers would eventually become cynical about their attempts to become members of a "profession" and therefore shun the title professional, Freidson (1970) argued that paraprofessionals, in particular, would strive to attach themselves to their master profession and its corresponding professional associations. Given these two contradictory predictions, I ask, how do paralegals understand professionalism as it relates to themselves and others? Have they become cynical as Becker predicted? Have they given up on their desire to be members of a profession and therefore actively shunned the symbol of "professional" as well? Or have paralegals, as Freidson suggested, become awed by the attorneys for whom they work and attempted to emulate them to seek professional status for themselves? Or have they perhaps divorced the symbols of being professional and of professionalism from the professions altogether in ways the professions literature had not anticipated? Instead, might paralegals have used these symbols strategically as a means of maintaining their own moral worth, or self-worth, as it pertains to their occupational position, as suggested by Martin (1988) , Romero (1988) , and Spencer (1988) ?
THE APPROPRIATION OF PROFESSIONALISM AMONG PARALEGALS
Despite Becker's (1970) dire prediction about workers,' growing cynicism about professions and Freidson's (1970) belief that paraprofessionals align themselves with their master profession and distance themselves from other nonprofessionals, the paralegals in this study talked often and freely about the importance of professionalism and being professional. They did not rely on being more like attorneys or, as would logically follow, less like secretaries. In fact, paralegals tended to judge attorneys and secretaries as either being professional or unprofessional, using the same criteria with which they judged themselves (Ritzer 1971) . Indeed, paralegals in this study openly discussed their own professional behavior and the corresponding unprofessional behavior of attorneys in ways that were reminiscent of Ritzer's work on "unprofessional professionals" and "professional nonprofessionals" but had surprisingly little to do with whether they, as paralegals, were actually members of a profession or with their collective level of professionalization.
Because professionalism was an important part of paralegals' work identity, whenever they used "professional" and "professionalism" I asked them what these words meant to them personally. Although no two paralegals completely agreed about what it meant to be professional, they identi ed two sets of norms that they used for judging their own and others' behaviors (Martin 1988) : being competent in one's work and maintaining a credible front (Goffman 1959) . These norms can also be thought of as continua that range from professional on one end to unprofessional on the other (Ritzer 1971) . The contrast between these continua and those rst identi ed by Ritzer (1971) in his study of the accepted professions, undoubtedly arises from the paralegals' structural position as paraprofessionals (Freidson 1970) . Given that paralegals cannot claim to be members of a profession, they created their own continua based on the things they could claim. Although I have made a theoretical distinction between the continuum of competency and the continuum of maintaining a credible front, the two are mutually reinforcing. In other words, these paralegals believed that their perceived competency depends on their ability to present themselves in a credible manner and vice versa.
Competency
Because one might expect competency to be included in any job description, it is not surprising that paralegals stressed the relationship between competency and professionalism. According to them, being competent required that they possess the requisite knowledge, skills, and ability to perform the tasks demanded of them. While a small number of paralegals told me they had the knowledge, skills, and ability to "run" their attorneys' practice for "a long, long time" if only they had someone to sign off on things that required an attorney's signature, the majority of paralegals' comments concerning competency dealt with possessing the requisite knowledge, skills, and ability to ful ll their own job requirements, whether or not those included managing documents, prepping clients, scheduling depositions, making copies, or even serving coffee. Although each paralegal provided me with a different job description, each believed that ful lling that description was a key indica-tor of his or her level of competency and subsequently his or her level of professionalism. For example: 3 I think of a professional as someone who gets the work done and the work is done so well that people look at it and recognize it as superior. (Donald Andersen, African American, age 27, 3 years' experience, midsized rm) I just think that professionalism is a lot of competency-knowledge and competence-a sense of con dence that we are competent to do what we've been asked to do. (Barbara Wyatt, white, age 50, 13 years' experience, small rm) My de nition of professionalism? My rst priority is my attorney. Whatever they want me to do-if they want me to sing and dance, that's what I'm gonna do. (Alice Kramer, white, age 49, 3 years' experience, small rm) While Donald's comment addresses the importance of creating a superior work product, Barbara's and Alice's comments suggest that competency also requires the willingness to do what is expected, regardless of the nature of that expectation. Few paralegals in the study went as far as Alice in their reported willingness to do what was expected of them. However, others also reported that their ability, and to a certain degree their willingness, to accomplish even the more rote, clerical aspects of their jobs contributed to their understanding of themselves as professionals: pected, the paralegals who had formal training tended to give precedence to formal education over of ce-based experience in de ning and signaling competence, while those who had been employed as legal secretaries before being promoted informally to legal assistants typically denounced paralegal certi cates as worthless and instead stressed the importance of hands-on experience.
Echoing Ritzer's (1971) analysis, Janice Moorehouse, a thirty-four-year-old medical malpractice paralegal with eight years of experience in a midsized rm, introduced the notion of competency as a continuum when she pointed out that there are a certain set of skills, knowledge, and abilities that a paralegal must have to be considered professional. Her statement also suggests not all paralegals necessarily have them: In addition to the three basic components required to be considered competent, several paralegals discussed the importance of maintaining professional interaction styles in ways that were practically indistinguishable from their ability to perform their jobs.
I would refer to [professionalism] as a competent way of communicating, in a civil manner without being defensive or accusatory -defensive of myself or accusatory of others, you know, without whining or complaining. I think professionalism, in general, probably we can write books on that . . . It involves, certainly, very importantly, it would be a sense of competence to do what we have been asked to do. (Barbara Wyatt)
To me [professionalism] means not being petty-like saying, 'How come you gave this to me now?' You just take it [and do it] . Professionalism to me, as a paralegal, is whatever you need-I can help you with . . . that's our duty here. We are here to assist attorneys-that's all. (Jody Baine, white female, age 37, 16 years' experience, midsized rm)
Note that, at least for these paralegals, being competent often meant withholding anger, exhibiting civility, and sti ing pettiness, which is reminiscent of earlier discussions of display and feeling rules in the workplace (Hochschild 1983; Lively 2000; Pierce 1995; Rafaeli and Sutton 1990, 1991; Smith and Kleinman 1989) and the presentation of self (Goffman 1959) . Indeed, one of the most striking observations regarding paralegals' use of the term "competency" is the degree to which it often contained an emotive element in addition to the basic skill, knowledge, and ability required to perform the job. This nding implies that my distinction between the continua of competency and one's ability to maintain a credible front may be arbitrary. Although it makes theoretical sense to separate these continua, the paralegals themselves did not understand professionalism in this way. In fact, many paralegals believed that the manner in which they completed their work was almost as important as whether or not they completed their work.
For these paralegals, professionalism, or "being professional," required not only that they do their jobs but also that they do them with good attitudes (or at the very least with the appearance of good attitudes). However, also note that they demonstrate being professional while at the same time respecting the social order of the rm, or their social place "beneath" attorneys (Clark 1990 ). When Jody Baine told me that paralegals were there to "assist attorneys-that's all," I jokingly asked, "Is that all?" She looked at me blankly-in what I assume is her professional mannerand then mentioned the most commonly cited component of professionalism: demeanor, or the ability to maintain a credible front (Goffman 1959 (Goffman , 1967 .
Maintaining a Credible Front: Minding the Front Stage/Backstage Dichotomy
According to Goffman (1967:75) , "Demeanor refers to that element of an individual's ceremonial behavior typically conveyed through deportment, dress and bearing, which serves to express to those in his presence that he is a person of certain desirable or undesirable qualities." Goffman (1959) argued that in "our society" the "properly" demeaned individual displays such attributes as discretion and sincerity, modesty in claims regarding self, sportsmanship, command of speech, and emotional control. In the society of private law rms, "professional" paralegals display similar attributes, primarily through their ability to maintain a distinction between what Goffman referred to as the "front" and "back" regions of social interactions.
In his discussion of social interaction as a series of performances, Goffman (1959) de ned the "front region" as the area where the performance takes place (p. 107) and the back region as "a place, relative to a given performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted as a matter of course" (p. 112). Performers can deal with the personal or hidden components of their lives in the backstage areas that have the potential to interfere with or contradict their ability to carry out their performances in the front region in a credible way.
The front region of any given performance can be divided into three traditional parts: setting, appearance, and manner (Goffman 1959:23-24) . Whereas the setting involves furniture, decor, physical layout, and other background items that "supply the scenery and stage props for the spate of human action played out before, within, or on it," appearance and manner refer to actors' individual performances, or personal fronts. Despite the way paralegals spoke about being professional, or as "projecting a professional image," they gave very little attention to their physical settings. However, a few respondents told me that some paralegal jobs were more or less professional than others because of varying contents and the varying qualities of their of ce space:
I know some people that have gotten jobs as a paralegal, [but] they're also doing secretarial work. They're answering the phone. Those are people who probably don't consider it a professional job-they don't have an of ce, they have a cube. I'm lucky-I have an of ce with windows. (Valerie Schwartz, white, age 37, 2 years' experience, midsized rm) Nevertheless, the bulk of their comments dealt with their personal fronts, including appearance, manner, and emotion management (Hochschild 1979 (Hochschild , 1983 .
Personal Front: Appearance Goffman de nes "appearance" as referring to those stimuli that tell us about the performer's social status. These stimuli also tell us about the individual's "temporary ritual state, that is, whether he is engaging in formal social activity, work, or informal recreation" (Goffman 1959: 24) . In terms of professionalism or being professional, most paralegals limited their discussion of appearance to their own or others' mode of dress. Although I did not ask about dress, the paralegals themselves often mentioned it in conjunction with their discussion of professionalism. Notably, they tended to disagree about the importance of dress to professionalism, much in the same way that they disagreed about the relationship between formal education and competency:
Professionalism doesn't mean-what it doesn't mean to me is dressing how I call "little lawyer." I don't wear little suits and bowtie shirts and things to work. I wear slacks and casual tops. My attorney had a secretary who wanted to become a paralegal. She did not have a certi cate. She did not have a lot of any kind of legal training, but she had a lot of practical training in real estate, and it was a semidisaster. And part of the reason was she came in and my attorney had told her to look professional. So she got new clothes-new business suits-and started ordering every secretary to type everything for her, which was ridiculous. She didn't understand the difference between-the advice she got from someone else was, "If you want somebody to treat you like a paralegal, as somebody a step up, you need to act like it." Her version of acting like it was bossing people around and wearing new clothes. (Marion Cartwright, white female, age 40, 18 years' experience, midsized rm) Ironically, of the nine paralegals who said that dress was related to professionalism, four were wearing jeans. The two respondents cited below, for example, excused their choice of of ce wear when I probed them for their understanding regarding their use of the term "professional": Thus the paralegals had very different understandings about the link between dress and being professional. For some, dress was important; for others, it was not. Tannen (1994) and Pierce (1995) suggest that dress is a more serious issue for women than it is for men; none of the males in this study seemed to be as concerned with dress as were the females. The four paralegals who defended their right to wear jeans on days when no clients were scheduled were women. In contrast, none of the males attempted to defend their mode of dress, even though, for the most part, they tended to be much more casually attired than their female counterparts.
Another aspect of dress with particular relevance for female paralegals was the seeming incompatibility of female sexuality and professionalism in the workplace.
Besides, just the skills part of being professional and really having a hold on your job, [you also have to be able to do] what they want you to do-what they expect of you. [But it's also] the way you act. It's the way you dress. You know, there are a lot of paralegals that I think are pretty smart, but I don't think that the attorneys view them as professional, because they wear skirts that barely cover their butt. They walk around in high-heeled shoes with their boobs hanging out-that sort of thing. (Janice Moorehouse) Today's Friday, so hence the dressed-down out t. I normally wear skirts with blouses and jackets, or in the wintertime maybe sweaters and skirts. Occasionally slacks, but for the most part I wear skirts, hose. . . . I try to keep my hair in some-you know, not everywhere. It's not always braided or always pulled back, but I usually try to keep it kind of professional looking. Nothing really ashy ever, you know, just very-discreet, I guess, is the best word for the way that I think about it. (Lonnie Smith) Whether a re ection of status or sexuality, paralegals' comments regarding dress are reminiscent of Tannen's (1994) argument that women's clothing, in a predominantly male (given that women are "marked" and men are "unmarked") environment, always makes an evaluative statement about the wearer. Speci cally, she argued that each detail of a woman's appearance is necessarily heightened, from her dress and makeup, to her shoes, whereas men have the option of going unnoticed. Given that the majority of attorneys in private law rms are male and the majority of secretaries are female, casually dressed females are more likely to be mistaken as secretaries, whereas casually dressed males are more likely to be mistaken for attorneys (on reverse tokenism, see Floge and Merrill 1986; Heikes 1991; Williams 1992 ).
Personal Front: Manner
Whereas appearance may be taken to refer to those stimuli that function to tell us of the performers' social statuses, manner most often refers to those stimuli that warn us of the interaction role the performer will expect to play in an upcoming sit-uation (Goffman 1959:24) . Although Goffman failed to de ne the term more speci cally, the elements of manner that seemed most relevant to the paralegals' understanding of themselves as professionals were thoughts (or problems), personality or lifestyle, and behavior.
A common refrain throughout the study was the belief that professionals keep some degree of social distance between their personal lives and their occupational role. For some, this meant merely checking their problems or any personal thoughts that would interfere with their ability to do their job at the door. Lonnie's and Brooke's comments, like Marion's comments regarding appearance, suggest a relationship between competency and one's ability to maintain a credible front. Just as Marion believed that paralegals who dressed in short skirts and low-cut blouses lessened their perceived level of competency (and therefore their professionalism), these three paralegals voiced similar opinions regarding their own and others' ability to keep their personal problems out of the of ce.
While Amy and Brooke emphasized their ability to keep their personal lives private, Lonnie also mentioned how she routinely altered or suppressed her personality in an attempt to be more professional:
As far as handling myself as a professional, it's almost like being sterile, you know . . . ? And I'm not saying that I really don't have a personality-I most certainly do, but I don't know how [else] to explain it.
And nally, Donald Andersen, a gay man working in a male-oriented rm, emphasized his need to keep his entire lifestyle hidden for fear of losing his job. Donald hid what he perceived to be a potentially discrediting status (Goffman 1963) by projecting an image of "super-competency"; he referred to himself as "the consummate professional." When I asked him what he meant by that term, he explained: [W] hen I think of a consummate professional, I think of someone who is very task oriented, who is always, always, thinking about their job and the best way to do your job. And, you know, when you are at work, you do work. You don't talk about your personal life. You do things that are-that get the job done and get the job done well. So for me, being a consummate professional is about making the work the primary focus as opposed to, you know, the social aspects. . . . So I have a set standard, up here [raises his hand over his head], to which I hold myself and my work. It's sort of a closet search for excellence in order for me-because I feel that I don't do that and someone nds out that I am gay, I am going to get red.
Although Donald painted a picture of the way he acted so as to be professional, the majority of the paralegals in the study discussed the ways they acted to avoid being unprofessional. The majority spoke of being professional as "not being loud or rude in the workplace," "not gossiping behind people's backs at work," "not whining or complaining," "not buddying around with the people [they] work with directly," or "not yelling in the workplace . . . because it just wouldn't be right."
A minority, however, also saw professionalism as re ected in their ability to present themselves to the community or to clients outside of the of ce:
To me, [professionalism] means [conducting myself in a professional manner] when I'm in public-even when it's unrelated to work, because this is actually a small town. We're a city with a number of people, but we're a small town [in a lot of ways], and people know me-they know I work for this law rm and that I have for a number of years. So it means that I'm always a representative of that law rm. Whether in or out of the rm, with coworkers, clients, or employers, these paralegals linked their ability to monitor and to control any of their behaviors that might be construed as unprofessional or interfering with their ability to be, or appear, competent. The components of maintaining a credible front-setting, appearance, and manner-can all be conceived of as continua on which paralegals may or may not be successful in their interactions with others, just as occasions may arise in which they may be, or may appear, more or less competent in the performance of their jobs. This notion of success or failure, or of being more or less professional, is perhaps most clearly illustrated in the last component of the personal front: emotion management.
Personal Front: Emotion Management
"Emotion management" refers to the efforts of individuals to bring their emotional displays and feelings in line with existing display or feeling norms that govern emotions in speci c contexts (Hochschild 1979) . Emotion management for paralegals working in private law rms, therefore, refers to their ability to interact with dif cult attorneys or clients with little or no (negative) emotional response (Lively 2000; Pierce 1995) . In other words, professional paralegals must be able to engage routinely in acts of successful emotion management in the face of emotionally stressful encounters with attorneys and clients. Although Goffman's (1959) discussion of emotion management was limited to "surface acting" or managing the appearance of emotion, Hochschild (1979 Hochschild ( , 1983 showed that individuals also engage in "deep acting," or attempts to manage their actual emotions. In her study of college students, ight attendants, and bill collectors, Hochschild (1983) enumerated a number of strategies that individuals are likely to use to bring their emotions within the boundaries of preexisting feeling or display rules. When workers enact these strategies in the workplace, for the bene t of the corporation, these actions are called "emotional labor."
In keeping with Goffman's analysis of facial expression, or surface acting, several paralegals in this study tied professionalism to projecting a certain appearance of emotion that they did not necessarily feel. Tracey Styvers, twenty-nine, who had been employed for ve years by an attorney who typically handled "the big money divorces," provided a stark example of surface acting when she was forced to deal with demanding or emotionally distraught clients over the telephone: Emily Bennet and Lonnie Smith spoke of the generic, or professional, fronts that they reserve for the bulk of their interactions with clients:
Usually we're pretty relaxed, but there are times when we have to be professional and-especially when the client is present with us, then we, you know, we have our professional front that we use, just to have a uniform look. Especially if we're meeting with opposing counsel and their clients. (Emily Bennet, white, age 31, 9 years' experience, midsize rm) Most of my clients-I would say about 96 percent of my clients know only the professional, even-keeled, never-get-ruf ed kind of person. But every now and then you get one that you just kind of let in on the real world. (Lonnie Smith) These paralegals stressed the importance of displaying emotions they did not necessarily feel (Goffman 1959) ; however, a much larger number linked being professional with their ability to manage the emotions that they actually were experiencing (Hochschild 1979 (Hochschild , 1983 ; this was particularly true with negative emotions, such as anger. Donald Andersen described one incident in which he confronted a white associate attorney for making racial slurs about one of the African American secretaries, when he failed to live up to his own ideal:
It was one of those situations where I felt very stressed out with the situation and lost it. I mean, if I was being the consummate professional, I would haveshould have said, You know, so-and-so, this is really not acceptable behavior, and you should not be saying this about people whom you work with, blah, blah, blah, ad nauseam. Instead, I went off on this tirade-for about fteen minutes. I let him have it.
When I asked one respondent to think of a situation in which she had been really angry at work, she also told me about an encounter she had with her supervising attorney when he had arbitrarily refused her request to work on a more challenging case even though she was the most quali ed paralegal in the of ce. She laughed and said, "It took all the strength that I had in order to sit there and remain professional." When I asked her what that meant, she replied:
To remain calm. One of the things about me that I really cannot do, that I really wish I could do is to be very articulate when I am angry-which I can't. So I have to be quiet, because . . . once I open my mouth . . . I'll wind up yelling. I would love to be able to be perfectly, you know, calm-no matter how angry and agitated I am-and express myself in an articulate manner, because that's, to me, the ideal of professionalism. But I can't do that, so . . . I really had to hold it. I could not say anything-I was so afraid because there was so much going on in my head that I wanted to say. (Lois Garrison, African American, age 45, 2 years' experience, midsize rm) Whereas Donald and Lois created ideals of professionalism that they would like to attain or to maintain in their interactions with attorneys, Judy Billings based her understanding of what it meant to be professional on a woman with whom she had worked several years before: I remember when I was younger and I worked in a law of ce [with] a girl about ten years older than I was. . . . I would watch her neck just turn red from the stress that was going on inside her body, but she stayed totally cool on the outside. She never lost her temper, and she was nothing but sweet to everybody she talked to-on the phone and in the of ce-but you knew that she was having a nervous breakdown inside, and I admired her so much. . . . I look back at her and think, you know, she was a classy woman and very professional. And I always thought I wanted to be like that. (Judy Billings, white, age 44, 25 years' experience, small rm) Closely related to the issue of anger control is the norm against crying, which was mentioned, unsolicited, in 43 percent of the interviews by paralegals who had almost cried at the of ce, had actually cried, or had witnessed crying in others. 4 The mandate against crying had particular relevance for women, who were more likely than men to report crying when angry. A second and perhaps more compelling reason crying had special relevance for women is that many believed that the attorneys, especially male attorneys, already viewed them as weak on the basis of their gender. One respondent explained:
I got to that point, and I left. And I think if I would have stayed, I probably would have [cried] . . . . I think that men [especially men in the legal profes-sion]-attorneys, high-powered, strong attorneys-think that women have the tendency to cry at everything and blah, blah, blah. So I think I was about to cry when I left. (Norma Richardson, African American, age 38, 9 years' experience, small rm) And another respondent agreed when I asked her to elaborate on her statement that she would never, under any circumstances, cry in the of ce:
Because I just feel that women are already stereotyped as basically weak-in the business world-just in the business world, period. I just feel like certain men, and especially my supervising partner, view women as the weaker sex, just basically put on earth to be barefoot and pregnant. And for that reason I'm not willing to let them [see] any weakness really . . . so that they have further ammunition to say, See? She's weak. There she is-look at her. Kick her while she's down. Look at her. I just don't want them to have that ammunition. (Mary Ferris, white, age 32, 9 years' experience, midsize rm) Pierce (1995) , in her study of the law profession, where the vast majority of highstatus attorneys are male and the vast majority (85%) of paralegals are female, argued that these expectations maintain the overall gender hierarchy in law rms. Typical female emotions (caring and empathy) are devaluated and their corresponding emotional expression is de ned as weak or unprofessional. Simultaneously, typical male emotions (aggression and anger) are accepted and their corresponding expressions are viewed as necessary and professional when exhibited by attorneys. Therefore, the occupational and the closely corresponding gender hierarchy becomes self-supporting. When paralegals (females) engage in attorneyassociated (male) displays of emotion, they censure their own reactions out of their belief (and their experience) that anger and its corresponding actions are construed as negative or unprofessional and could leave them open to administrative sanctions (Lively 2000; Pierce 1995) .
We have seen that the paralegals in this study were aware of a set of norms governing professional behavior or professionalism that they used to assess their work performance. Although, for theoretical reasons, I have made a distinction between their concerns about the need to be competent and their need to present a credible front, the data suggest that these two concepts are inextricably linked, as the respondent below so eloquently expressed:
I think that it's unprofessional to communicate while you're angry [because] you just lose credibility and effectiveness. No one can really respect what you're saying if you're saying it in a hostile manner, or if you come across as irrational. (Christine Picone, white, age 29, 3 years' experience, small rm)
In other words, for paralegals to be considered professional, they had to be competent, period. However, although competency was a necessary condition of professional behavior, it was not suf cient; they also had to display a credible demeanor. Failing to present a credible personal front interfered with their ability to be, or their appearance of being, competent, which, in turn, damaged their ability to be professional.
UNPROFESSIONAL PROFESSIONALS: THE APPLICATION OF PROFESSIONAL NORMS TO ATTORNEYS
Despite Freidson's (1970) prediction that paraprofessionals would emulate members of their master profession, the paralegals in this study did not seem overawed by attorneys; in fact, the majority of stories regarding unprofessional behavior involved attorneys, not paralegals (Ritzer 1971) . Many of the stories about the "unprofessional" behaviors of attorneys provided implicit and sometimes explicit comparisons between attorneys and paralegals that placed paralegals in a positive light. In this sense, these "horror stories" about paralegals with credible demeanors and attorneys with poor demeanors, which were shared with regularity among the paralegals, served as indicators of their shared moral superiority in relation to attorneys. Again, this suggests that paralegals' understanding of professionalism, or being professional, is not tied to any particular profession but is a set of norms that can be used to describe occupants in general. Patricia Warner, a forty-year old paralegal with eight years of experience in a large rm, illustrated this point very clearly when she told me about a "particularly ugly encounter" that she labeled the "true test of professionalism." This encounter involved an attorney who had stopped her in the hall, interrupted her work-related conversation with another paralegal, and yelled at her for something that was beyond the control of either. Reminiscent of Lois's earlier remarks about managing her anger, Patricia told me it was all she could do not to respond at his level, which she felt was "totally unprofessional." I asked her why she considered that particular story to represent a true test of her professionalism and not his. P: Because I don't believe a professional should yell at another person. You should be able to ask someone to do something in a tone of voice that still lets the person know there's an immediate need. And for me not to spout off at him and say what I was truly thinking-it took self-control to do that. And of all the things that you do, I think, as a professional, you should not show your true feelings. K: Do you think that [the attorney] was acting in a professional manner? P: Oh, absolutely not. I don't believe that he should have wagged his nger at me. I think he should have communicated his desire to get [whatever he needed done] in a manner that was not belittling of me.
Like Patricia, Diane Sandburg also spoke of her own understanding of professionalism in contrast to the unprofessional behavior she routinely witnessed in a particular attorney, whom she identi ed earlier in the interview as "Tom Gray." Diane's understanding of professionalism entailed being pleasant not just to attorneys and clients but to the secretaries and the support staff as well. Taken in this light, she viewed attorneys who were unpleasant to paralegals and secretaries as being unprofessional, despite their relative positions along the occupational continuum.
[Being professional] means to put your best foot forward . . . to do the work that you're given to the best of your ability, to be able to be relied upon to do that work, and to be held in high esteem by the people who are depending upon you, as well as the people, like the word processing staff, who have to tolerate you every day. I think that you have to treat people well-certainly, being professional means that you do that. I would never want somebody to think that I was [another] Tom Gray and screamed at everybody-I think that's unprofessional. (Diane Sandburg, white, age 23, 1 year experience, large rm) Donald Andersen also spoke of "unprofessional" attorneys, although he focused his attention on their behaviors as well as more indirect indicators of their disrespect for others (Ritzer 1971) . Although Donald did not single out a particular attorney, he criticized the behaviors of attorneys throughout the entire rm, which he perceived as overly macho:
Patent lawyers are really awful, because they are all ex-engineers. I mean you have to be an engineer with a law degree to be a patent attorney. So, rst of all, there are not that many women who go into engineering in the rst place, and of the number of women that go into engineering, not that many go get a law degree to become a patent attorney. So because of that . . . there was a lot of locker room humor that went around that I didn't appreciate, because I don't think it's very professional.
And nally, Adam Jacobs, who believed that professionalism was really about how individuals conducted themselves and met the interests of their clients, questioned the behaviors, motives, and integrity of the legal profession as a whole:
I don't nd there's a whole lot of professionalism between attorneys [anymore]. They do terrible things to each other-scheduling, lying. There's just too many of them out there-it's not the old house it used to be. There's just too many of them. And too many of them trying to get ahead, because it's so competitive. Sometimes I just don't think there's any-a lot of professionalism in it anymore. They put on the image, but under the table they're all sharks.
The above quotations suggest that paralegals tend to judge attorneys using similar, if not the same, norms of professionalism that they use to judge themselves and one another and that they believe attorneys use to judge them. Thus their use of these symbols is not grounded in their understanding of the professions per se or in the processes of professionalization. Regardless of occupational position, the paralegals in this study applied the same norms of professionalism to themselves and those around them. In fact, the only difference between paralegals and attorneys, from the point of view of paralegals, stems from the consequences that paralegals and attorneys face when caught breaking professional norms speci c to interpersonal interaction. For example, while attorneys are able to be rude, lose their tempers, or act in any other way that might be considered unprofessional with little or no effect on their perceived competency, paralegals are not.
CONCLUSION: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS OF PARALEGALS' CONCEPTIONS OF PROFESSIONALISM
Even though paralegals are by de nition paraprofessionals (Freidson 1970) and have yet to attain the honori c title shared by members of the "true professions" (Becker 1970) , many see themselves as professionals (Martin 1988; Romero 1988) , or as conducting themselves professionally during the daily performance of their jobs (Ritzer 1971) . Despite Becker's claim, they are not cynical as a result of their inability to gain the title of cially. They make eloquent statements about themselves as professionals and about their concerted efforts to perform their duties and to interact with others professionally. Nor did the paralegals attempt to achieve professional status by associating themselves with the attorneys with whom they work or the legal profession as a whole (Freidson 1970) ; in fact, many attempted to distance themselves from attorneys, who they believed were inherently unprofessional because of their inability to adhere to certain interactional norms, or because of their ability to ignore those norms with relatively few consequences. Instead of giving up on the ideal of profession or trying to gain it through association, or even as a group, paralegals in this study have created a set of norms for both professional and unprofessional behavior that they applied to their own behavior as well as to the behavior of others-independent of occupational status. The paralegals believed that to be professional, one had to be both competent and capable of maintaining a credible front. To the paralegal, competency refers to a level of knowledge, skill, and ability to perform his or her job, whatever his or her particular job might entail, whereas presenting a credible front refers to the paralegal's ability to manage his or her personal front (Goffman 1959; Hochschild 1983) . Although separate analytically, these two components of professionalism are mutually reinforcing. For a paralegal to be professional, he or she must be both competent and credible; to be one or the other is not enough.
In the case of paralegals working in privately owned law rms, being competent translates into having the skills, knowledge, and ability to do one's job, no matter what that job entails. For some paralegals, this simply meant having the capacity to work their cases under the direct supervision of an attorney, but for the majority, it also meant dealing with a plethora of other tasks that could be easily de ned as clerical or, in some cases, menial. By broadening their de nition of competency to include their ability to accomplish any task required of them, the paralegals could reconceptualize the more unprofessional aspects of their jobs as con rming or recon rming their professional identities. This reconceptualization of competency allowed individual paralegals to perform the more rote aspects of their jobs and still conceive of themselves as professional. However, it serves to perpetuate the structural view of paralegals as nothing more than "glori ed secretaries" and subsequently undermines their ability to gain professional status for the occupation itself.
Similarly, being credible translates into invisibility or becoming nonpersons (Goffman 1959; Lively 2000; Pierce 1995; Rollins 1985) . The "professional" paralegals must subjugate their needs to those of attorneys and clients, much in the same way that ideal servants are expected to be "invisible and silent, responsive to demands but deaf to gossip, household chatter and con icts, attentive to the needs of mistress and master but blind to their faults, sensitive to the moods and whims of those around them but undemanding of family warmth, love, and security" (Katzman 1957 , cited in Rollins 1985 . In other words, if paralegals are truly professional, none of their thoughts, behaviors, external displays (i.e., modes of dress, appearance, posture, facial expressions), or emotions unrelated to the clients' and employers' best interests should creep into or interfere with their ability to do their jobs competently.
Previous studies on law rms have documented the experiences of paralegals who are routinely treated as invisible in their interactions with attorneys and clients (Lively 2000; Pierce 1995) . Ironically, part of paralegals' understanding about what it means to be professional includes their ability be nonpersons, or to remain invisible, during interpersonal interactions in which they are routinely ignored, insulted, demeaned, or offended (Lively 2000) . Indeed, the majority of paralegals see their ability to remain invisible as a sign of their professionalism despite the fact that their roles as nonpersons directly relate to their subordination in relation to the attorneys and automatically carry with them a certain level of disrespect (Rollins 1985) .
Despite all these factors, and, one could argue, because of them, paralegals still upheld a standard of professionalism with which they maintained their right to be professional, to be considered as professional, and to be afforded some semblance of professional regard. They spoke of their right to be professional and their need to be treated with professionalism, not as an occupational group, but as individuals. They spoke not of their adulation of attorneys, as Freidson (1970) predicted, but of how their behaviors were often more professional than those of the professionals (Ritzer 1970) . They spoke of professionalism, and of their individual ability to be professional not with cynicism, as Becker (1970) prophesied, but with passion and sincerity. But how or, rather, why? And to what end?
The paralegals in this study created their own de nition, or folk symbol, of what it means to be professional that was not derived from their understanding of professions. Rather, they based it on their understanding of their own loosely de ned occupational requirements, how they had to treat others, and the ways they wished others would treat them. Based on these understandings, which I labeled competency and maintaining a credible front, the paralegals forged an understanding of professionalism that allowed them to link both the less professional tasks associated with their jobs and their relative status of nonpersonhood to professionalism in such a way that they could accept the unprofessional treatment that they received on a day-to-day basis. Speci cally, their ability to link competency to professionalism allowed them to ful ll the more menial aspects of their jobs without feeling like secretaries. Similarly, their ability to link nonpersonhood to professionalism allowed them to make strategic applications of the symbol "professionalism" that resulted in self-serving evaluative statements concerning their own behaviors in relation to those of the attorneys. In other words, the paralegals' conceptualization of professionalism allowed them to distance themselves from the more clerical aspects of their jobs and to feel more professional than the attorneys who routinely treated them as inferior, while at the same time it prohibited them from acting in ways that would earn them professional treatment or gains in occupational status.
Given that individuals holding paraprofessional positions are disproportionately female and individuals holding professional positions are disproportionately male, this study's treatment of credibility as a necessary component of professionalism augments Pierce's (1995) ndings that the devaluation of female emotions in privately owned law rms results in the rei cation of the existing gender hierarchy. While Pierce's study focused primarily on emotions, my broader discussion of professionalism suggests that any characteristic of paraprofessionals' performances has the potential to be devalued to the degree that it interferes with, or is contrary to, the needs and expectations of their status superiors. Thus female paraprofessionals are trapped in a double bind from which they cannot escape. On the one hand, if others view their behaviors, appearances, manners, and emotions as characteristically female, they are labeled as unprofessional relative even to their male counterparts (Tannen 1994) . On the other hand, as previous research has shown, if their behaviors, appearances, manners, and emotions are "unmarked" or too similar to the behavior of men, they run the risk of being labeled as "ball busters," "lesbians," "old maids," and so on (Collins 1990; Kanter 1977) . Only when female paralegals' behaviors, appearances, manners, and emotions allow them to be nonpersons may they be viewed as professional. Male paralegals, while still held to a certain degree of professionalism, enjoy greater discretion, at least in terms of their demeanor, given that they are less likely to be "marked" relative to the dominant group.
The irony of the appropriation of the term "professional" by paralegals, as well as by any other occupation that lacks the structural authority or power to back its claim, lies simply in their understanding that the more willing they are to meet the needs of their status superiors and the more capable they are of dealing with disrespect and disregard in their daily interactions with others, the more professional they are. In addition, because their de nition of professional behavior, or professionalism, applies at the individual level, it also reduces the likelihood of collective action. Because their de nition of professional behavior requires them to do whatever is required, and to be invisible while they do it, it also reduces the likelihood that they will make sustained claims for equal or better treatment. So the appropriation of the term "professional" may make nonprofessionals and paraprofessionals feel better about their individual situations or reduce the social costs associated with staying in a job in which they are routinely disrespected or asked to do things they believe fall outside their occupational domain, but it does not change their status. If anything, the use of the term "professional," at least for these workers, simply reduces the likelihood that they will ever demand, and therefore be granted, the professional treatment and the occupational status they seek.
